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Macbeth: Canst thou not minister to a mind diseas’d,
            

Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow,

Raze out the written troubles of the brain,

And with some sweet oblivious antidote

Cleanse the stuff'd bosom of the perilous stuff

Which weighs upon the heart?

 

Doctor: Therein the patient
            

Must minister to himself.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Macbeth 
            




You can never know the truth of anyone’s marriage, including your own.
            

—NORA EPHRON, I Remember Nothing
            




	

    
	
		Chapter One


The cancer is back. I’m sure of it. What else could explain why I haven’t heard from him?
         

I called Owen’s cell twice in the hour I sat at the airport in Philadelphia and once before that, from my hotel. Be patient, Daphne, I think. I pull the newspaper out of my bag and try to flip through it but I can’t focus. The words are slippery. My eyes jump from headline to headline. New campaign finance legislation introduced. Silver screen legend dead at the age of ninety-six. Strong storms expected in the Midwest.
         

The flight attendant gets on the intercom to tell us that we’re beginning our descent into Raleigh–Durham. Two different places, I think. I don’t know why it irritates me so much every time I hear it, but it does. People don’t live in Raleigh–Durham any more than they do in New York–New Jersey or San Francisco–San Jose. Two. Different. Places. I fold the paper in my lap and close my eyes. He’s just busy, I say to myself like a mantra—he’s just busy, just busy. No news isn’t always bad news. Minutes later, the plane’s wheels hit the ground and I pull the phone from my bag. No messages. I call him again. No answer.
         

I shove the newspaper into my bag. The woman next to me—skinny, smelling faintly of coffee and the mint gum she’s been chewing since takeoff—is sitting obediently with her hands clasped over her lap, her eyes pinned on the seat belt sign, waiting for it to ding and tell her it’s okay to get up. I look out the window and tell myself to stop overreacting—he’s just busy—and remind myself to breathe.
         

It’s normal for Owen and me to ignore each other’s messages during the workday, but this day is different. Kevin, who’s fourteen and one of his favorite patients (really his favorite patient, not that he’d admit to having one) is getting the results of his latest scan. Owen’s done everything he can to treat the leukemia, all of the traditional methods and then a clinical trial. The test is due back today. If the blood work still shows evidence… I stand up in my seat and smile at the woman next to me, who’s still frozen in her seat even though the people three rows up are starting to get off the plane.
         

I could tell that he was anxious when we spoke last night, him at home and me in my room in Philadelphia, where I was staying for an annual medical conference I always dread. I hesitated whether to even bring up his birthday, which is today, because I knew he wouldn’t want to acknowledge it if Kevin’s scan was bad. Are you nervous? I finally asked. He cleared his throat and muttered that he was. When he didn’t elaborate, I changed the subject, saying that I’d pick up takeout from his favorite Mexican place and that we could just eat it whenever he got home. He said that sounded fine (his code for that he didn’t really care) and then asked how my talk had gone. I made a bad joke about there being a drunken rush for my autograph at the cocktail reception, and he laughed politely.
         

I told him that I loved him. I wished him luck. I said good night.

  


Three hours later, I look out our kitchen window at the sun setting behind the pine trees that line the edge of our property. I know that I am lucky to have such problems, but I can’t help feeling like there’s something wrong with the fact that it’s seven p.m. and I still haven’t spoken to my husband on his birthday. I picture him in one of the hospital conference rooms with Kevin and his parents, whom I’ve never met, of course, but whom I feel like I know well. I picture the boy’s mother with a crumpled tissue in her hand. I picture the boy, his thin frame lost in an oversized Duke sweatshirt (he was a fan long before his health brought him here for care), and I sit down on the wood floor next to Blue, the Newfoundland we adopted two years ago. Our pre-baby baby, I joked. I scratch the top of her head and wonder how soon he’ll be back, whether I should put the takeout in the oven to warm it up.

  


I decide to set the table at least, placing Owen’s present in the middle like a centerpiece. Inside the box is a gift certificate for the two of us to go on a paddling trip later this spring on the Outer Banks, which, despite the fact that we’ve lived in North Carolina for ten years, is a place we’ve never been. I was able to make a reservation with a touring company without specifying a date, which is good, since pinning down a weekend when Owen can take off work is never easy.

It will be good for us. Canoeing is our thing—sort of. Owen even proposed on a canoe six years ago, which, now that I think about it, might actually be the last time I held an oar in my hands, but it’s part of our history. We met when we were twelve years old, at summer camp in western Massachusetts, and our friendship began on the day that we sat across from each other in an old metal boat on the lake. Though it was almost twenty-five years ago, I still remember how it felt to be there, my skin seeming to glow from the summertime film of dirt and sweat that I can feel just thinking about it. Owen and I were buddies, that’s the very best way I can describe it. We compared bug bites, raced each other during Capture the Flag, and sang the goofy songs that the counselors taught us to pass the time during hikes (“Fried ham, fried ham, cheese and bologna…”). He called me Daph and I let him, even though I had recently decided that because I was almost a teenager—twelve and a half, almost an adult, really—that I would answer only to Daphne.
         

The following summer, we shared a tentative slow dance at the August banquet and then we kissed. It was quick and sweet and meant that the one photograph that I had of him, in a dirty T-shirt and the soccer shorts we all wore that summer, was granted a permanent spot in the front of the Velcro wallet that I’d started carrying in my book bag. We wrote letters throughout the fall. My family lived outside of Boston, and he was farther west, near Springfield. He doodled at the bottom of the spiral notebook pages where he signed his name—blocky graffiti letters, Owen + Daph. Of course, we were in middle school, so by Christmas break, the letters were sporadic on both of our parts. That spring, my father’s job got us transferred to Northern Virginia. Owen became a memory, and a good one.
         

  


Thirteen years later, I was standing in line at a sandwich place on Ninth Street just before the start of my residency when I noticed a handsome guy with a mop of wavy dark hair wearing the very same Duke tee that I’d bought for myself at a bookshop hours earlier. When our eyes met, he squinted, and then he shook his head in disbelief. “This is going to sound really weird, but did we go to summer camp together?” he asked, abandoning the guy who was reaching across the counter to hand him his turkey on rye. “Are you Daph? Daphne Mitchell?”

He was about to start his residency, too.

We found a bench somewhere and ate our lunch. Mustard spilled down my shirt and we both pretended not to notice. We moved on to afternoon beers in a dark pub where somebody kept playing Joni Mitchell on the jukebox and we discovered after a few drinks that we both remembered the words to “Fried Ham.” The next week, we found time in our packed orientation schedules to share a walk across campus, and under the archway of an old stone building, we had our second kiss, all those years since the first.

What were the chances that we’d both end up here? In Durham, North Carolina? After all of these years? We kept saying it, over and over again, to each other, to our parents, to anyone who asked how we met. There was eventually an apartment together, and five years ago, a wedding, and now the farmhouse, which we fell in love with last fall despite its iffy foundation and the cracks in its windows. It is slowly coming together. Everything is falling into place.
         

  


Nine o’clock.

The laundry is folded. The floors are swept. I am answering emails and halfheartedly watching a TV cooking competition when I see Owen’s headlights finally bouncing up the long driveway. I close my laptop and head into the kitchen, where I pull one of his favorite IPAs out of the six-pack that I bought on my way home from the airport. I’m pulling the top off of the bottle when he comes in the side door. He looks exhausted.

“Hey.” I smile. Blue beats me to him and I gently nudge her away with my knee so that I can wrap my arms around him. I press my head to his chest and he kisses my cheek. “How was your day?” I ask.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call,” he says, his lips vibrating on the top of my head as he speaks. “I had my phone on silent all day.”

“It’s okay,” I say, running my hand up and down his back. The news isn’t good. “I’m guessing that you don’t want to celebrate?”
         

“Actually,” he says, taking the beer from my hand, “Actually, the scan was good.”

“What?” I take a step back and put my hands to my face. “He was clear?”

Owen smiles. God, he looks so tired. He nods. “Crystal clear.”

“Owen! That’s such good news!” I squeal. “We need to celebrate! His family must be so happy. Have you been with them all day?” I don’t want to dampen the mood but I can’t help but ask: “What took you so long to get home?”

He walks to the kitchen table, where he puts down his beer and runs a finger along the top of the box that holds his present.

My stomach flutters. I don’t want to fight tonight. Lately we’ve been arguing a lot. Well, not arguing, but bickering, picking at each other, starting little fires about nothing—whose turn it is to pick up the dry cleaning, the way he refuses to rinse the peanut butter off a knife before he puts it in the dishwasher. I’ve stalled on having the talk we need to have though I know why it’s happening. I want to have a baby. Owen’s still not ready. We’ve been talking about it for months—or, more accurately, I’ve been talking about it. A few days ago, just before my trip, I brought it up again, reminding Owen that I am turning thirty-seven in a matter of weeks. Thirty-seven! He brushed it off, in the way that he always does, and the tension’s been building ever since. I could feel it every time we talked while I was on my trip.
         

  


“Daph,” he says, turning to me.

“I’m sorry,” I start. “I know that things haven’t been great. But it’s your birthday and—”

“Daph, please.” He runs his hands through his hair. “We need to talk.”

“Owen, come on. It’s your birthday,” I say again. “And we have great news about Kevin. The other stuff can wait.” I go to him and start to put my arms around him again but his body goes stiff. He’s never brushed me away before. “Owen?”
         

He rubs his palms up and down his face and then I watch the way his eyes survey the room. He starts to say something but then he stops.

“Owen, what is it?”

“Daph, I…” He looks at me for several seconds before he speaks again. “Daphne, I met someone.”

Wait. What?
         

“Daphne, there’s someone else.”


	

    
	
		Chapter Two


How could anyone know Owen Monahan like I do? His dark hair has been graying at his temples for years. His eyes are the same shape and silvery green color as his mother’s. His favorite candy is Snickers, and when I remember, I stock bags of the fun-size bars in our freezer. He is a lifelong Red Sox fan, and the ticket stub from his first game at Fenway, where Bruce Hurst pitched, has been in a frame on his dresser for as long as I’ve known him. He is afraid of spiders but not of blood scans, reduced white cell counts, or poking around a person’s body for tumors. I know his hands—the scar on his third knuckle (an oyster-shucking mishap), raggedy hangnails. I know that he doesn’t dance, even after several drinks. He uses a black office-supply binder clip instead of a money clip or wallet. He watches old comedies like Airplane! when he’s stressed. He worries that his father isn’t proud of him.
         

We have roots, a history.

“What do you mean, someone else?” I can taste the bile in the back of my throat. “What do you mean, Owen?” The room is spinning.
         

He shakes his head as if this isn’t going how he’d expected it to go. How did he expect it to go? “Let’s sit down,” he says.
         

I collapse into the left side of the sofa, my usual spot. Twenty minutes ago, I was emailing Annie, inviting her and Jack to dinner next week. Owen sits down next to me—right next to me, in the center of the couch—and I recoil as if he is a stranger and not the person I love more than anyone or anything on earth. He pulls back, giving me space.
         

“Tell me,” I say, my ears ringing. “Tell me what you mean.” I’m certain we can both hear my heart pounding.

As he starts to speak, tears well in my eyes and the room goes blurry.

“I don’t know how to say it, Daph,” he’s says. He won’t look at me. He’s talking into his lap. It’s all so clinical, the way that he reveals the details.

It happened in January. He met her at the hospital. She’s a social worker in his division.

“So right after Christmas, then?” I say, my voice rising with each word. “After we went up to my parents’ house and invited your parents to join us and the six of us sat around my mother’s dining room table, eating pie and talking about whether we should hire someone to tile the guest bathroom? I assume you’d met her, your…relationship had started?” My skin is tingling. I feel like I’m going to be sick.

“I-it’s not like that,” he stutters.

“What’s her name?” I say, barely able to catch my breath.

“Bridget.”

“How long?”

“What?”

“How long have you been seeing her?” I wail. My voice is shaking so much. My heart is beating in my ears.

“I’m not seeing her, Daphne. I just—”
         

“You just slept with her.” When the words come out of my mouth, the reality of what’s happened really hits me. I grab a handful of his sleeve and start shaking him. “Owen, how could you?” How is this possible? How is this happening? “Owen, how? How?”
         

“I know, Daphne, I know,” he says, his voice soft, as if it will cushion the blow. He circles his fingers around my wrists, attempting to calm me, and I snatch my hands away.

“You know?” I wail. “You don’t know how this feels! I can’t believe this!” I press my hands to my face, as if by not seeing him, I can make the whole thing go away. “How could you do this, Owen?”
         

“I’m so sorry.”

When I look up at him, he’s shaking his head like he’s the one who’s been hurt.

“And she knows about me? Your wife?” I’m sobbing. I use my sleeve to wipe my nose.
         

He rubs his hands over his mouth.

“Owen, answer me!”

“She knows about you,” he says through his fingers.

I can’t believe this. How? How is there a she? I don’t understand what this means, why he’s confessing it now, but I can’t bear another second of it. Not now.
         

“Get out,” I say. “I need you to leave the house right now.”

“Daphne, can we—”

“Go, Owen!” I say, fighting to keep my voice steady as I stand and point toward the door. “Get out now.”

  


For a long time after I hear his car reverse down our long gravel driveway, I just sit there on the couch. Surely this isn’t real. How could Owen—my Owen—cheat? Owen is not a cheater. He’s my husband, my best friend, the person who makes sure the doors are locked before we go to bed at night. He is upright, beloved by his patients and their families, the better one out of the two of us who rolls his eyes at me when I gossip. He is steady, solid, my north star, the thing I can always count on. There is no way that Owen would do this.
         

Sometime around midnight, I consider calling my mother. I’m sure she’s up watching Letterman as always, but this will kill her. Owen is the son she never had—she literally tells him that, squeezing his shoulders. When we visit, she bakes his favorite brownies and checks with us beforehand to find out what type of cereal is his current preference. She leaves him voicemails. You don’t need to call me back—I’m just calling to say hello! On the rare occasion when I vent to her about some argument we’re having, she’ll say, in her antiquated stand-by-your-man sort of way, “Oh, honey, Owen works so hard, cut him some slack.” As if being an internist at a cutting-edge medical practice is just something I do to pass the time until Owen gets home from the hospital. I suppose that’s easy to forget now, given Owen’s heroic cancer slaying. I suppose a lot of things are easy to forget, but not the events of this night.
         

I think about calling Lucy, my younger sister. I start to call Annie, my best friend. Instead, I stumble to the bathroom and I vomit, through the sobs, over and over again, because the only person who could make me feel better right now is my husband, and on so many levels, I don’t know where he is.


	

    
	
		Chapter Three


It is so unoriginal.
         

She’s twenty-six, ten years younger than me.

Bridget Batton. That’s her name. It’s sickening. It sounds like the name of a bobble-headed local TV weather girl. Not even—it sounds like the name of a bobble-headed local TV weather girl in the dumbed-down comedies that Owen loves. I wish that she was a weather girl, or a silly actress, or a department store perfume spritzer, or a professional cheerleader, or anything other than what she is, which is a social worker at the hospital who counsels the pediatric cancer patients whom Owen treats. You would think that someone whose career is based on compassion wouldn’t sleep with other women’s husbands, but I guess the Mother Teresa parallel only goes so far.
         

I held out all night from looking her up online, knowing how badly it would hurt me, but on my way into work this morning, as I was standing bleary-eyed at the coffee shop where I picked up an extra-strong espresso drink, I gave myself permission to do it. The second I came into the office, I sat down at my desk, still wearing my coat, and pulled up the Web page for Owen’s department. So that’s her, I thought, analyzing her orthodontically perfect smile, her high cheekbones, the long straight brown hair not so unlike my own. This is the woman who had sex with my husband.
         

The Google search was severely productive. Bridget Batton got her master’s in social work at Columbia University, which, according to the US News & World Report website, is one of the top-ranked programs in the country. Like Owen (and unlike me) she does triathlons, and her online race results show that she’s accustomed to placing in the top ten for her category (which is the impossibly young sounding 25–29 age group). She is originally from Austin, Texas. I have always secretly despised women from Texas because every single one I’ve ever met has had long, long hair and long, long legs and a teeny-tiny Barbie doll wardrobe. Bridget is not an exception. In a sorority photo I found online, she’s wearing a minidress and cowboy boots and actually pulling it off.
         

But that’s not the worst image. There’s another one of her, this one from a 2009 edition of a local New Jersey newspaper, and in it, she has her arm around a sweet-looking, bald thirteen-year-old boy. The article details the boy’s ongoing leukemia treatment and how Bridget, his counselor, helps him get through his thrice-weekly chemotherapy by reading Harry Potter with him, quizzing him before his Spanish tests, and even getting his favorite athlete, a receiver for the New York Giants, to surprise him at the hospital. The author of the article seems to be nominating her for sainthood, and reading it, I forget for a minute that the woman whom the boy’s mother declares is “a godsend, a lifesaver” is also the woman who my husband… I feel sick. How can a person like her do the thing that she’s done? How could Owen?
         

Without thinking, I pick up my phone and start to call him. I need him to tell me that this was an awful joke and that a marching band and a television camera are going to barrel into my office any minute now and reveal that this was all a prank and we’ve won a Caribbean vacation. His voicemail comes on—the generic message, nothing too personal, which is probably a good thing. Hearing his voice might kill me.

I glance at the clock—it’s 7:45. Is he at work? At a hotel? Curled up in bed, running a finger along her shoulder? But he said it was just one time. I press the button to end the call. What is there to say?

There’s a knock on my door—ba-dum-dum. Annie’s knock.
         

“Come in.” Phlegm catches in my voice as I say it.

“Good morning!” she sings, and then, “Oh, God.” She closes the door behind her.

I rub my fingertips under my eyes. I was able to pull on some work clothes and brush my teeth before I left home but that’s as far as I got. “I haven’t slept.”

She raises her eyebrows. “I can tell. What’s wrong?”

“Do you have a minute? My first patient’s not for another twenty.”

“Mine’s in five,” she says, checking her watch. “But it’s okay. What’s wrong?”

I take a deep breath. The tears start welling up before I can spit it out: “Owen cheated on me.”

Her hand goes to her chest. “What?”
         

I put my head in my hands, and the next thing I know, her arms are around me. She smells like cinnamon and talcum powder, like the good mother of three that she is.

“Some woman he works with,” I say, clutching her shoulders.

“Oh, Daphne,” she says. “Oh my God!” I can hear it—the immediate fury in her voice—and I know that it’s not just because I am one of her closest friends, and until thirty seconds ago, Owen was, too. A few months after Annie started working here, we were having a glass of wine together after work when she told me how her mother ran off with an old boyfriend when she was twelve. She has no tolerance for infidelity.

“I know.” I swallow hard but the tears keep rolling down my cheeks.

She reaches and plucks a tissue out of the box on my desk. “I mean—” She shakes her head. “Owen?”
         

“Apparently so.”

“I just can’t…”

“I know.” The tears keep coming. I swipe them away, quickly. “I can’t believe I’m still crying. I cried all night. I can’t stop.”

“I don’t understand this,” Annie says, shaking her head. “Just three weeks ago…” She points a thumb over her shoulder, as if gesturing back to the Saturday last month when the four of us went to dinner—she and Jack, me and Owen—and then back to their house for drinks afterward when they needed to relieve their sitter. It was the kind of perfectly uneventful, wonderful night that you can only have with good friends, sipping our drinks in our socks in their family room, reaching into the bowl of chocolate-covered almonds on the coffee table that Annie had improvised to serve for dessert. “I had the longest talk with him that night about all of us renting a place at the beach together this summer,” she says, shaking her head.

“He mentioned it on the way home, too,” I say. And then after we got home, we had sex in the hallway at the bottom of the stairs. This was not like us lately. It was not married sex. It was—was it because of her? Was he thinking of her? My chest clenches, remembering how we both laughed the next morning when he came downstairs and caught me picking up the clothes we’d strewn across the floor. “I don’t even know…” I feel my chin start to wobble.
         

“Oh, Daphne.” She leans down to hug me again but I put my hands out to stop her.

“It’s okay,” I say, standing. “Well, it’s not okay, not at all, but I need to pull myself together.”

She reaches forward and hugs me anyway.

“Thank you,” I manage. “You really need to get ready for your patient.”

“Yes.” She squeezes me one last time. “I do.” She stands there, staring at me.

“Honestly, go,” I say.

She starts to walk toward the door. “We’ll talk later?”

I know it’s not her intention but I can’t stand the way she looks at me, the pitying, poor thing look in her eyes. I can hear Dr. Moyer, our practice’s token idiot, talking to one of the nurses out in the hallway about Duke basketball. I hate his laugh, the throaty, heaving huh-huh-huh.
         

I look at Annie. Her hand is on the doorknob and she’s about to open the door when my phone rings. We both freeze. I reach to pick it up.

“Oh.” I sigh, looking at the screen. “My mother.” I send it to voicemail.
         

“Have you told her?”

I shake my head and put the phone back on my desk.

  


“Let’s get dinner tomorrow,” she says, coiling her long, curly hair into a bun at the nape of her neck. “I wish I could tonight but the kids have a school thing.”

The kids. The life. The warm house that smells like supper. I nod as someone knocks on the door.
         

“You going to be okay?” Annie asks.

“Open it, it’s Carol,” I answer.

“Good morning, girls,” Carol says when Annie lets her in. “What are we gossiping about today?”

Everyone in the office knows that Annie and I are close, but Carol, my nurse, is the only one bold enough—and old enough—to tease us about it.

“Here you go,” she says, waving the paper printout of the day’s appointments that she hands me each morning.

“Carol, you do realize that the office went electronic years ago?” Annie teases.

Carol swats Annie’s arm with the paper before walking it over to me. “What can I say? Old habits die hard.”

Annie’s still in the doorway, still giving me that look.

“So Mary Elizabeth Foster is our first appointment of the day?” I say, skimming the printout.

“Theoretically,” Carol says, already halfway out the door. “If she shows up.”

“At least your morning won’t be a dull one,” Annie says. Aside from when I need to get a second opinion, Annie is the only person in my office whom I ever vent to about my patients, and vice versa.

“Dull actually sounds wonderful,” I mutter, putting on my white coat and stuffing the folded printout into the front pocket.

  


As usual, Mary Elizabeth is late, but I manage to fit in another patient while I’m waiting for her. She arrives thirty minutes after her scheduled appointment time, and when I knock on the exam room door and she calls for me to come in, she’s still not ready for me. I find her standing in the middle of the room, attempting to get an arm through her paper gown while she holds her phone between her ear and shoulder. She is wrapping up a call, speaking in one long run-on sentence, and she smiles at me, rolling her eyes and pointing to the phone as if the person on the other end is the thing that’s holding us up. “I know, it was too late,” she says to the caller. “Way too late for a Tuesday, but oh well. Listen, I have to go, I’m at an appointment and my boss is going to fire me for being gone again and so I doubt I can meet you before nine tonight. Okay, sorry, have to go. Okay, sorry. Bye.”
         

She hangs up and turns to me. “Sorry!” she squeals. “One of my girlfriends…” She rolls her eyes again and shakes her head. “How are you?” I hear the yew—the toothy-smiled, cotillion-bred, over­enthusiastic homecoming queen influence. Mary Elizabeth has been my patient for three years now, ever since she finished law school at UNC, where her mother sits on the Board of Governors. She’s twenty-seven, a Chapel Hill native, a junior attorney at a seersucker practice, and an utter mess. At our first visit, she told me that she’d been diagnosed with juvenile diabetes when she was three but that she’s never been able to control it. In high school she was a competitive swimmer, destined for the Junior Olympics, but because of the huge calories she needed to consume to fuel her workouts, her blood sugar numbers careened all over the place. In college, she quit swimming—five a.m. workouts didn’t complement her social life—but continued to eat like the champion freestyler she’d been, and when her weight ballooned, she turned to bulimia, which is probably not the best choice of disorder if you’re a diabetic and have to control every bite of food that goes into your mouth.
         

But there’s more: Once she dealt with the bingeing and purging—or her mother did, sending her to a top-of-the-line inpatient rehab center—she discovered alcohol, which, she says, joking but with a bit too much conviction, is her one true love. It is also poisonous for someone with her health history.

Our office is what some people call a concierge practice. For an annual fee, you receive comprehensive care from a variety of providers, so in addition to me, Mary Elizabeth sees Denise, one of our shrinks, and attends a weekly meditation class in the glass-walled atrium at the back of the facility, not that it’s done anything obvious to even her out. Despite the fact that I’m not the staff member being paid to listen to her problems, I’m the lucky one to whom she often pays her penance, maybe because we’re closest in age.
         

“So what’d you do last night?” I ask, looking over her chart. Her blood pressure’s higher than normal.

“Well…” she says, sitting on the exam table now, swinging her legs like a girl. “It was my friend’s birthday, so we went out for margaritas.”

I take her slender wrist in my hand and press two fingers onto the underside to take her pulse.

“It was a late night, from what I gather?” I ask.

“Umm…” She wrinkles her nose in a cutesy way that is supposed to look apologetic. My sister does the same thing. “It’s actually funny that I had this appointment this morning because, well…” Her breath is sour.

“Yes?” I know what she’s about to say but I want to make her say it.

“I got hypoglycemic. I almost had a seizure.”

“Mary Elizabeth.” I put my hand to my temple, as if this surprises me. “What happened?”

“I just…one margarita turned into two and then three…” She shakes her head. Margaritas. I think of the Mexican takeout I bought last night for Owen’s birthday and how, this morning, I realized it was still on the kitchen counter, untouched, and that I hadn’t eaten a bite of anything since the bag of pretzels on the plane the day before.
         

“Did you have dinner?” I ask. “Or just drink?”

She presses her lips together and shrugs. Her eyes are watery. I wonder if she’s still a little drunk.

“So what happened?” I could tell her, as I have before, about the risks that hypoglycemia poses for her, and how if she drinks too much, especially if she hasn’t eaten, it can cause a seizure. She could lose consciousness, even die. But we’ve been over it a dozen times over the course of our partnership. No matter how many times I explain the mechanics to her, no matter how many times I talk to her therapist, even her mother, nothing ever changes.

“Well, fortunately,” she says, twirling a lock of hair between her fingers, “when I started to get a little dazed, my girlfriend noticed. She’s seen it happen before and, well, we’ve all seen Steel Magnolias a billion times and they remembered that scene with Julia Roberts and the orange juice.” She starts to giggle and then straightens up when I don’t follow suit. “I was fine within twenty minutes.”
         

“Listen,” I say. “This has to stop and you know it. You have to take better care of yourself. This is about you leading a long, healthy, and happy life, and you’re not nineteen anymore, not that this would be okay even if you were younger.” Nineteen. I think about Michael, my boyfriend when I was nineteen. Last I heard, he was living out West and working for a federal judge. I bet he’s happily married. I bet he’d never cheat. We used to drive an hour south from our college campus to the beach, where we’d put his dorm room quilt on the sand and stay up all night to watch the sunrise. He was my only significant relationship before Owen. And Owen had only had one serious girlfriend before me, Ainsley from New Hampshire. They dated in college and during his first year of med school. She was nice and they stayed friends. She even came to our wedding. My husband’s not—was not—the kind of guy who runs around.
         

“Are you okay, Dr. Mitchell?” Mary Elizabeth asks. I notice the cracks in the corners of her lips. “You seem like you drifted off somewhere for a minute.”

I clear my throat before I speak. “Listen, I don’t want to sound like your mother and if I could grasp your shoulders to shake you, I would, but you need to find a way to blow off steam that doesn’t involve alcohol.”

She sniffs hard. “I know.”

“We can’t keep having this conversation.”

She smirks. I almost think she’s about to laugh.

“What is it?” I ask.

“You do kind of sound like my mother.” She smiles at me. A sorority girl smile. A Bridget kind of smile, I think.
         

I walk to the door, closing my laptop. “You can get dressed now,” I say.


	

    
	
		Chapter Four


I almost always arrive home from work before Owen, and while I didn’t really expect him to be here when I head up our long driveway at the end of the day, I’m bothered when I don’t see his car, because where could he be? And shouldn’t he be here, begging for forgiveness, fighting for the marriage that I thought we had?
         

I sit in the car for a moment after I turn off the ignition and lean back against the headrest, looking at the house. On the night that we moved in last October, we drank a bottle of champagne together on the porch swing that we’d installed just hours before. Our muscles ached from the strain of moving and we’d spend the next several weeks unpacking boxes, but in that moment, I felt so settled. People love to use that word to connote something negative—you settled, do you think you’re settling—but I mean it in the best possible sense. Everything I had ever hoped for, had ever planned for, was working out how I’d envisioned it.
         

I was a kid who spent hours playing doctor’s office, making patient beds for my Barbies out of shoeboxes that I stacked on their sides in my closet, and I am now an M.D. living in a town that the city limit signs declare is “The City of Medicine.” My home is slowly becoming the exact replica of the magazine pages I’ve been tearing out of House Beautiful and Country Living for years. My husband—my husband—is a man I’ve known for most of my life. He is a lovely, funny, gentle, smart, good, and generous man. Or so I thought. We were on the cusp of the next phase of our life together. It was all happening.
         

That night on the swing with the champagne, Owen got up at one point to walk the invisible border where we thought we might put a flagstone patio. We talked about where the swing set would go, pointing at potential spots with our tilted champagne flutes. There would be Thanksgiving Day football games and maybe someday a swimming pool. The possibilities were endless.

He slept with Bridget three months later, which makes me think that when I was rattling on about paint chips and rearranging the furniture and making unsubtle comments about the spare bedroom that I wanted to use for a nursery, he had possibly, probably, already met her. Their friendship, if I can bring myself to call it that, was likely well under way.

  


I finally pull myself out of the car. After I greet Blue and take her outside, I find myself walking aimlessly around the living room. I fold the afghan that Owen’s mother knitted for us after we moved into the house and lay it over the back of a chair. I go into the kitchen, opening the refrigerator and then closing it. Owen’s birthday present is still on the table. I carry it into the mudroom and shove it into a cabinet next to the washing machine.

What should I do? When will I hear from him? Will he call? Do I want him to? I feed Blue, then go upstairs to unpack my suitcase from my trip. I take a shower, using the fancy lavender body wash labeled “stress relief” that I’d splurged on a few weeks ago, as if I’d even known what stress was then, as if I might be able to scrub this thing off of me, and then I pull on some old jeans and a T-shirt and go outside.

  


Right on schedule, we got married just a few months after I finished my residency. We were living in a small apartment just off Duke’s campus, within walking distance of the medical center, which was convenient because Owen still had two years of training to complete and spent more time at the hospital than he did at home. I was settling into the five-day schedule I’d been daydreaming about for years, and with Owen always at work, the weekends rolled out before me, unrestrained acres of hours to be filled. One spring Saturday morning, I woke up when Owen went to work and couldn’t fall back asleep. I eventually got in the car and started driving with no plan or destination. It was still early, and I could go anywhere—out for a long quiet breakfast to read the newspaper, for a walk in Duke Forest, or even the short two hours to the coast for the day. Instead, I ended up in the concrete expanse of the parking lot of the local Home Depot, deciding that I was going to learn how to garden. Our only outdoor space was a sad, rusted excuse of a balcony that was really a glorified fire escape. I bought a bougainvillea. Little did I know, bougainvilleas are like Hollywood starlets: Without relentless fawning, they wither away. Mine was dead by Thursday.

But I was hooked. Our balcony soon resembled a local garden center, and Owen joked that I was becoming the horticultural version of a crazy cat lady. It wasn’t lost on me that my newfound hobby stemmed from the same place that led me to become a doctor. In both, there’s a certain manipulation of life, a discovery of cause and effect, a doting and hopeful attempt to make things better. And most of the time, you can.

But then, sometimes things just happen. You till the soil, accounting for its composition and drainage, you consider sunlight and seasons, pests, disease. You plant carefully, choosing just the right thing for just the right place, thinking you’ve covered all of your bases, and then, despite everything, you fall flat. The dahlias wither days after they’ve bloomed, the tomato plant produces barely enough fruit for one salad. The same goes with patients. You prescribe the treatment that works for almost everyone. You give advice and provide referrals, knowing that you may or may not be heard. Usually, the formula works. Sometimes—as with Mary Elizabeth—it’s not enough. I suppose now that the same could be said for relationships. Sometimes things just happen. How the hell did this happen?
         

  


I have filled a plastic cup halfway with wine and am kneeling, pulling up weeds, next to the family of tangerine-colored tulips that has poked up in the side yard like a gift. It was a lucky accident that the previous owners of the house had once been avid gardeners. There are dignified, hearty boxwoods bordering the house, roses climbing a trellis near the chimney. Blue settles in near me and gnaws on a stick. Gardening has always helped me feel better. Last month, on the day after another one of our go-nowhere baby talks, I spent three hours clearing two of the larger beds behind the house and tilling the soil to prepare it for spring planting, thinking that one of the beds would be a perfect spot for a vegetable garden. Early that evening, when I went into the house, Owen was finally home and taking a shower. I dampened a washcloth to wipe the specks of dirt from my face and after he’d wrapped a towel around his waist, he walked over and hugged me, a long, swaying, we’re going to get through this kind of embrace. He kissed me and looked into my eyes and assured me that we’d figure this out. It only now occurs to me how odd it is that his first priority after coming home from a few hours at the office on a Saturday was to shower.
         

I wipe my nose with my sleeve and move to a spot toward the back of the house, where I’ve wanted to do some sort of pergola and train wisteria to grow around it. I stand there, trying to plan it out, but my mind starts wandering. What am I doing? Really, what kind of future is going to happen here next week, much less months from now? Let’s say I plant the goddamn wisteria. Will I even live here by the time it blooms? Will Owen? Is it even a possibility? Do I want it to be a possibility?
         

We all know what people say about men who cheat—take them back and they’ll do it again. But Owen’s not a cheater. He’s Owen. I can’t connect the two, no matter how many times I replay the scene of him sitting in our family room—our family room, how ironic—last night breaking the news about his mistress.
         

Mistress. What a stupid word, meant for daytime television and romance novels, not real life. Not my life.
         

This is the problem: I don’t have an answer for anything that’s happened to me. I throw my pruning shears across the yard, as if that will help.

And then I’m walking over to get them, and I hear a car crunching up the driveway. I stare for a minute, looking at his familiar silhouette in the driver’s seat of his Wagoneer and the white coat hung over the back of the passenger’s side. The front of his car—the headlights, the wide grille—looks like a face, sneering at me.

Maybe I shouldn’t just stand here. My heart thumps. My shoulders ache.

Part of me wants to run at him, claw at his clothes, and demand, with all of the anger that pulsates behind my eyes, that he explain to me how he could do this to me.

We lock eyes, and so I stand there, angled toward him—there’s something about facing him head-on. Blue leaps up and jogs toward him, and it pinches at me. He’s done this to you, too, you know, I think, watching the way that she licks his chin when he kneels down to scratch her. The back of my throat burns. The aftertaste of the wine I’ve been drinking is suddenly too strong and too sweet.
         

I’m not ready for this. I turn and go around back. Not a minute later, I hear him following behind me.

  


“Daph?”

I turn.

Blue lumbers up the steps to me, tail wagging. Good girl.
         

“We should talk.”

I glare at him.

“Can we please sit down? Just for a minute?” He twirls his car keys in his hands and then walks toward the old iron scrollwork bench left by the previous owners. I rest against the door, if only to keep myself from falling to the floor. I feel light-headed and it’s not from the wine. He sits and leans on his knees, still twirling his keys in his hands. I notice his simple gold wedding band that we picked out together at a jewelry store in Chapel Hill. He rocks back and forth on his heels. Who are you? I think.
         

“I can’t imagine what this has done to you,” he says.

“What you have done to me,” I correct him.
         

He nods but doesn’t look at me. His voice is even. I can’t tell whether he’s angry or contrite, calm or nervous. I want so badly to hate him.

“I know that it’s not what you want to hear, and I know that it sounds canned, but, Daphne, you have to believe me when I say that I didn’t want this to happen.”

“I don’t have to believe anything.” My voice breaks. I can’t get out one sentence before my voice breaks. I swallow hard, as if I can force it down. “I don’t owe you anything.”
         

“I know you don’t,” he says, under his breath. “Trust me—”

“Please!” I interrupt. “Trust you? I don’t even know who you are.”
         

“I’m sorry. That was a stupid thing to say,” he says. “But I want to make this better.”

“Do you understand the enormity of this, Owen? What you’ve done?”

Blue is lying on the ground with her paws on either side of her wide head. She looks just like a bear rug, like we always said.

“Of course I do,” he says. “And that’s why I told you, Daph. The guilt has been eating me up inside.”

I feel like I’ve been kicked in the stomach. “Then why?” Dammit. The tears well up and I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to hold them back. Forget it. Let him see me cry. He should see how he’s hurt me. “Then why, Owen? Why?” The sobs come quicker and harder, straight from my gut, from some deep horrible place inside of me. “Why would you do this to us? Do you know how crazy it is, Owen? How fucked up?”
         

His head falls deeper between his shoulders. “I know.”

“I need to know why you did it.” I’m shaking. I take a deep breath and try to collect myself. I need information. Information will make this better. If I can understand it, maybe it will fix it. When I put my hands to my face to wipe my tears, we both notice how I’m trembling. I see the way that he looks at my hands. The same thing happened—for entirely different reasons—on our wedding day. We were standing beneath the canopy of a massive oak tree in a grassy corner of Owen’s grandparents’ backyard in the Berkshires. The minister, a family friend, had just proclaimed it: I now pronounce you husband and wife. I started to shake, I was so happy. I was trembling, bursting with euphoria. We were laughing as he started to kiss me.
         

“Tell me how it happened.” I can feel the acid churning in my stomach, corkscrewing through my center.

He takes a deep breath. “We’ve been friends for a while,” he says.

“How nice,” I say. I look up at the ceiling, where the planks are painted a color that people call haint blue, a Southern tradition thought to help keep out evil spirits. “Amazing that I never heard you mention her.”
         

He rubs his hands over his face and then looks at me. “It’s hard to explain. I can’t even explain it to myself. I know that you don’t want to hear that and I don’t expect you to sympathize.”

“I realize that there are a lot of people in my situation who probably wouldn’t want to know the details, Owen, but unfortunately for both of us, I do. If I know the facts, then maybe my mind won’t keep replaying everything I’ve imagined over the past twenty-four hours. Tell me,” I continue. “How did it happen?”

He clears his throat and jingles his keys again. “When it first started, it wasn’t…it wasn’t anything involved,” he finally says. Owen is never like this in an argument. He is direct, even, and steady. I was always the one who had trouble articulating what I needed to say.

“Involved? Come on, Owen. Be frank with me. So it was purely physical?” Once it’s out of my mouth, I second-guess how much I really want to know.
         

“It started out as just flirting, harmless office flirting,” he says.

“Harmless?”

He shakes his head and starts again. “We got to know each other better, started getting lunch every once in a while. And then, in January…”

“You slept together.”

He nods. “Daph, I was so guilt-ridden, it fucked me up so much, I cut things off with her right away.”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”

He sighs.

“Where did it happen?”

He looks up at me.

“I want to know, Owen.”

“Her apartment.”

“And I was where?”

“Here.”

I nod. I feel sick thinking of myself at home reading, shopping online, folding laundry, oblivious to what was really going on.

“I thought about telling you right away. But it was just the one time and I told myself that that was it. I knew that if I told you, you’d never forgive me, and I couldn’t face that.”

My stomach is roiling. “But you can now.”

He sucks in his lips and shakes his head. “Daph, the thing is, even though it was just the one time, I’m still confused.”

I feel that leg-buckling feeling again. “Confused?” I say. “Confused about what? About your feelings for her? About us?” The tears start to come again. I blink them back.
         

He puts his hands behind his head and looks up at the ceiling. “It’s not about her. To be honest, it’s not even really about you. It’s about me. I’ve started to worry that you and I want different things,” he says, standing. “You know, we’ve been talking about having kids for so long and I know how badly you want that, and I know we can’t keep talking about it forever. I keep waiting to feel the same way—I should feel the same way—but I don’t. You know, I’m finally where I want to be career-wise, after all of the years of training, and we have the house, and it won’t be much longer until our med school loans will be paid off. I should be ready but I’m not. And I don’t know what to do with the fact that I don’t want the same things as my wife. I wish it were simpler but things have changed, and I can’t keep ignoring the way that I feel.”
         

I suppose that it should be a comfort to know that it’s not her that he wants but it’s not. “It’s so like you to make this all about you,” I say. “Do you realize how selfish you sound? So what, do you expect me to wait around while you figure out what you want, never mind our vows, never mind our marriage?”
         

“Daphne, I wouldn’t blame you if you left, not after what I did.”

I shake my head at him. “You should have talked to me,” I say. “I don’t care how confused you are, Owen, it never should have come to this. It’s so cowardly, what you did.”

He nods. “I realize how bad this is—the worst thing, really.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“It kills me, knowing how much I’ve hurt you.”

“That doesn’t help, either.”

He takes a step toward me. “Don’t,” I say, raising my hands.

He stops.

“I don’t know where we go from here,” I say.

“I simply need time,” he says. “I need a break, some time away from us to think.”

“A break?” I say, wiping my cheeks. “We’re not fifteen, Owen, we’re married. You want a break?”
         

He nods and turns away from me. He could never stand to see me cry. “I’m so sorry.”

“And how am I supposed to explain this to people? To my family?” We both come from long lines of together-forever Catholics. His parents have been married for forty years. Mine for thirty-nine. We are not the kind of people who take breaks.
         

“You should tell them whatever you think is best,” he says. “I’ll deal with my parents.”

And your mother will probably send you a big care package to nurse you through it, I think. Joanne is a seventh-grade math teacher whose wardrobe consists largely of dorky “math humor” T-shirts that say things like “There is a fine line between numerator and denominator.” I’ve never seen her angry or upset (which is saying something, given Owen’s father), and she’s an excellent mother-in-law—I’d like her even if I didn’t have to—but she’s always coddled Owen, who is an only child. It hasn’t always made him the easiest person to live with—obviously, especially, now. He wants a break?
         

  


We stand there for a few minutes, neither of us sure what to do.

I want to ask him to change his mind. I want to plead with him, fall to his feet, prostrate myself, beg for my life. Because that’s really what this is about, begging for the life that I thought I had. The image of myself on the ground, the dirty speckled porch, the thought of being eye to eye with the floor—I can’t take myself there. It takes every bit of my will to keep my rubbery legs from collapsing, but I don’t do it. I don’t say another word. What am I supposed to do with this? My husband cheated on me. He wants a break—from me. It’s like he’s described a surgery and I’m the thing that needs to be removed.
         

Blue pulls herself off of the floor and ambles toward the door and then looks up at me, wanting me to open it. There is a scar over her right eye where the fur hasn’t grown back. One night last November, I let her out before bed and a raccoon that’d found its way into our trash cans attacked her. The sounds that came out of her sent me screaming reflexively for Owen, who wasn’t home. She wrenched herself free by the time I made it into the yard, and I raced her to the emergency animal hospital where Annie’s husband, Jack, works as a vet. So there we were, me cooing in her ear while she got stitches and shots, a patch over her eye, and antiseptic applied to the gashes in her jaw.

The next evening, not even twenty-four hours later, I let her out like always, fully expecting her to be tentative and anxious. Her leash was in my hand in case she needed help. But when I pushed my weight into the door to open it, she slipped past, bounding forward, her legs scrambling down the back steps so fast that she cleared the last two. Her tail wagged as she trotted out into the yard and then she sped up and raced figure-eights into the grass in the dim, gauzy moonlight, because, well, why not? I thought about it for days afterward, how resilient she was. How could I not have, when what I see on a daily basis is the opposite, all of us licking our wounds and aching and griping, our big fucking case of mired down. I used to pride myself on being so tough. People have called me a lot of things over the course of my life—single-minded, tightly wound, ambitious—but never meek, never doormat, never victim. How on earth will I ever recover from this? How will we?
         

“I need to get a few things out of the house,” Owen says as I’m going inside. I start to ask where he’s staying but then I change my mind. I don’t want to know. I go to the kitchen. He goes upstairs. And then, while I’m filling Blue’s water dish, I hear his car, and he’s gone.
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